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Abstract   
Homework is a key element of secondary schooling across many contemporary education systems worldwide. 
However, debate about the value and efficacy of homework at the secondary school level is ongoing. Proponents of 
homework promote its numerous benefits for learning and achievement, while critics challenge the merit of 
homework, and highlight the potentially detrimental impacts it can have on student learning. Overall, the evidence 
from current research and literature shows that homework at the secondary school level generally has a positive 
impact on student academic achievement and learning. However, many factors and variables can influence this link 
in both a positive and negative fashion. These variables include: parental income and socio-economic status, parental 
support vs. control, quantity of homework completed, and overall time spent on completing homework. The research 
also suggests that homework is most useful and effective when it is used to expand upon concepts already taught in 
class, and when students have intrinsic motivation to engage with and complete homework. 
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 According to Cooper, Robinson and Patall (2006), 
homework is “any task assigned by school teachers intended for 
students to carry out in non-school hours” (p.1). Homework is a 
complex, contentious and heavily debated aspect of education 
systems worldwide. In the United States especially, the 
homework debate has been somewhat cyclical in nature.  In the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, there was a strong “anti-
homework” movement, where homework was viewed as being 
possibly detrimental to learning, especially for younger students. 
However, from the 1950’s onwards, the cold war and desire to 
compete with other countries internationally, saw a rise in focus 
on homework as a means to increase academic standards and 
achievement (Eren & Henderson, 2011). Proponents of 
homework have promoted numerous benefits for learning and 
achievement while, paradoxically, critics have “challenged the 
role and merit of homework in educating students” (Maltese, Tai 
& Fan, 2012, p. 53). A plethora of historical and contemporary 
research has focussed on the impacts of homework on academic 
achievement, and the many variables which influence homework 
completion, quality, quantity, and overall effectiveness. This 
research has produced inconsistent results and studies that have 
examined different factors and variables which influence 
homework outcomes used a variety of methods. This review 
intends to examine a selection of contemporary literature in order 
to ascertain whether homework at the secondary level has 
positive or negative effects on learning and academic 
achievement. Both sides of the homework debate will be 
reviewed and implications of findings will be discussed. 
 
Variables and Academic Benefits  
 There has been a multitude of research studies investigating 
the impact homework has on achievement across all school 
levels. Cooper et al. (2006) conducted a meta-analysis of research 
undertaken in the United States pertaining to homework and 
achievement between 1987 and 2003. This meta-analysis looked 
at 73 different studies, and found that overall, there was 
“generally consistent evidence for a positive influence of 
homework on achievement” (Cooper et al., 2006, p, 1).  Stronger 
and more frequent positive correlations were found for secondary 
school students as opposed to primary school students (Cooper et 
al., 2006). Similarly, John Hattie (2009) in his synthesis of over 
800 meta-analyses relating to achievement found that homework 
had an effect size of 0.29, making it a significant contributor to 
academic achievement. This evidence is useful in providing an 
indication of the trends in the links between homework and 
achievement at the secondary school level. However, the meta-
analysis conducted by Cooper et al. (2006) used only data from 
the United States in a singular, unique educational and socio-
cultural context. Therefore, these results may not necessarily be 
directly applicable to students globally. Hattie’s (2009) synthesis 
on the other hand included analyses from numerous countries, 
which may provide a more universal understanding.  
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 There is further evidence that supports the notion that 
homework at the secondary school level improves academic 
achievement. In a study investigating the association between 
homework and achievement in high school science and 
mathematics, Maltese, Tai and Fan (2012) found that time spent 
on homework was moderately associated with achievement gains 
in these subjects, when measured against standardised test scores. 
Similarly, Núñez et. al., (2015) in a Spanish study investigated the 
relationships between perceived parental involvement in 
homework, student homework behaviours, and academic 
achievement across all school age students, found that the amount 
of homework completed was positively associated with academic 
achievement for all school levels, including secondary school. 
Furthermore Núñez et. al. (2015) also found a positive association 
between time spent on homework and academic achievement at 
the secondary school level. 
 Parental involvement in homework was also a key factor in 
the homework-academic achievement link in the study by Núñez 
et. al. (2015). The study found that parental control, whereby 
parents enforced strict rules, or punishments around homework, 
had a negative association with academic achievement at all 
schooling levels. Therefore, higher levels of parental control was 
linked to lower academic achievement. This finding was 
paralleled in a study looking at New Zealand secondary students’ 
perceptions of parental involvement in learning and schooling by 
Clinton and Hattie (2013). This study found that parental 
surveillance of secondary students’ homework was negatively 
related with achievement, with an effect size of -0.19 (Clinton & 
Hattie, 2013, p.327). Conversely, Núñez et. al (2015) found that 
parental support, whereby parents gave encouragement, support  
and clear guidelines about homework, was positively associated 
with academic achievement at all schooling levels. Thus, higher 
levels of parental support was linked to higher student academic 
achievement (Núñez et al., 2015). This contemporary study 
provided an interesting insight into the effect parental 
involvement in homework can have on academic achievement. 
Data was collected in part through student self-reporting in this 
study however, so there is the potential for bias, especially if 
students did not wish to criticise their parents’ approach to 
involvement in their homework. Further controlled variable or 
control group research in this area is needed, in order to further 
understand the impacts parental involvement in homework has 
on student achievement. 
 Another important variable in homework achievement is 
parental income and socio-economic status.  In a study assessing 
the effect parental income had on variability in homework 
efficacy in secondary school Jonathan Daw (2012) found that 
higher income students gained more knowledge from homework, 
and thus had higher academic achievement. This was the case for 
all grades, and all subjects, except history, with greater disparity 
observed in mathematics than for science and reading. This 
finding aligns with concerns raised in both Cooper et al. (2006) 
and Sallee and Rigler (2008) that homework could increase 
inequality in academic achievement, between students of low and 
high income families. However, reasons for this increase in 
disparity in academic achievement between different socio-
economic groups are varied and more research is needed in this 
area (Daw, 2012). In their research, Sallee and Rigler (2008) 
hypothesised that differential access to resources such as 
technology and parental help and differential time pressures, due 
to the need for some students to work or to look after younger 
siblings, may “contribute to the widening of the gap” (p. 49).  
 As indicated in the broad meta-analysis of Cooper et al. 
(2006), homework at the secondary school level had a positive 
impact on learning and academic achievement. However, within 
this link lies a multitude of variables, which can impact 
homework completion. Therefore, it is important to investigate 
the factors which influence student completion of homework, as 
this could have a tangible impact on their learning and 
achievement. In a multilevel analysis of homework completion at 
Secondary School level, Xu (2011) found multiple factors that 
had a positive influence on homework completion. These 
included gender; females were found to have higher homework 
completion rates than males, a finding also corroborated in 
Cooper et al., (2006), parent education, student attitude, teacher 
feedback, student interest, perceived task utility, and homework 
management strategies (Xu, 2011). Although this study was 
conducted in the United States, and relied in part on self-reported 
data which could be susceptible to bias, it provides an insight into 
factors which prevent students completing homework. This is an 
area which requires further study, in order to enable teachers and 
schools to maximise homework efficacy for students, in terms of 
its academic benefits.  
 
Ineffective and detrimental effects of 
Homework 
 Alongside the literature which supports a positive link 
between homework and academic achievement in secondary 
school, there is also some research which suggests it can be 
ineffective. In a study examining the effects additional homework 
had on academic achievement for 12 and 13 year old students in 
the United States, Eren and Henderson (2011) found that 
additional homework in science, history and English had little or 
no impact on test scores. However the study did find that 
additional mathematics homework did have a statistically 
significant large effect, and led to improved mathematics test 
scores. This study demonstrates a potential gap in the literature, 
where the differential effects of homework across subject areas 
need to be more comprehensively investigated.  
 Another issue with effectiveness of homework lies in its 
delivery, in that it is often not differentiated for students in 
mainstream classrooms. Bryan, Burstein and Bryan (2001) found 
that students with disabilities in mainstream classrooms reported 
significantly more issues with homework difficulty and 
completion, compared with their non-disabled peers. These 
issues included: not understanding homework, inability to 
maintain focus, distraction, difficulty organising materials and 
time, and forgetting to bring homework to school (Bryan et al., 
2001). Although this research was completed 15 years ago, it 
raises the salient issue over the lack of homework differentiation, 
and the lack of provision for the diverse needs of students in 
inclusive classrooms. If students with disabilities struggle to 
complete set homework, they may miss out on the potential 
academic benefits homework can provide.  
 Cooper et al. (2006) in their meta-analysis of homework and 
achievement research noted that potential negative effects of 
homework, especially excessive amounts of homework, 
included: satiation (where students become weary and repulsed 
by homework), loss of interest in academic material, physical and 
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emotional fatigue, increased stress and pressure on students, 
denial of leisure time (activities that may enhance academic and 
life skills), increased confusion relating to material, negative 
attitude towards school and cheating and copying from other 
students. These negative effects of homework could negate the 
positive effects of homework, and in fact be detrimental to 
learning and academic achievement. Indeed, different homework 
assignments may garner positive, or negative effects, or a mix of 
both, thus “complex patterns of effects ought to be expected” 
from the array of ways homework can be constructed, construed 
and completed (Cooper et al., 2006, p. 8). 
 Studies have shown homework can be time-consuming, 
intrusive and stressful for students who may already be stretched 
for time due to other commitments. Coutts (2004) argued that 
“many students are explicit that homework is an activity that 
prevents or disrupts other more desirable leisure activities” (p. 
186). This notion is echoed by Sallee and Rigler (2008), who in a 
survey of more than 180 American high school students found 
49% of students were committed to two to three hours of extra-
curricular activities per day, while 62% devoted themselves to at 
least four hours of extra-curricular activities per week (Sallee & 
Rigler, 2008, p. 48). These students may feel the need to sacrifice 
important extra-curricular activities, in order to focus on 
homework.  Alternatively, they may sacrifice homework, and its 
potential academic benefits, in order to pursue other extra-
curricular or leisure activities (Coutts, 2004). 
 For students who are committed to other activities outside of 
school, homework is an additional activity and stressor in their 
lives. Indeed, Sallee and Rigler (2008) noted that students are 
actively encouraged to “be involved in multiple activities” in 
order to “compete in a competitive marketplace of college 
applications” (p. 48). Students who are involved in multiple 
activities may feel somewhat overburdened, which could lead to 
undesirable and excessive levels of stress. Indeed, in a study of 
the relationships between homework, stress and mood 
disturbance on Australian senior high school students, by 
Kouzma and Kennedy (2002), they found that homework was a 
key source of stress in high school students’ lives. This study also 
found that increased amounts of homework led to increased 
student stress levels (Kouzma & Kennedy, 2002). High stress 
levels are ultimately unlikely to be helpful or beneficial for 
students’ overall health, and thus it is a factor that should be 




 The New Zealand Curriculum supports student development 
of the key competencies of thinking, relating to others, using 
language, symbols and texts, managing self and participating and 
contributing, in partnership with students’ whanau and 
communities. This learning partnership also extends to home 
learning and homework (Ministry of Education, 2007).   Indeed 
Alton-Lee (2003) in the ‘best evidence synthesis’ report for the 
New Zealand Ministry of Education, noted that research shows 
that home-school partnerships which nurture student learning 
lead to “strong and sustained gains in student achievement” 
(p.38). Homework is one important dimension of this home-
school partnership, and an avenue for parental engagement in 
their children’s learning and schooling (Clinton & Hattie, 2013). 
It is therefore important for teachers to ensure that homework is 
developed and delivered in a manner which is conducive to 
promoting student achievement, and developing the key 
competencies in a home-school partnership.  
 Despite homework being recognised as a tangible way to 
foster student achievement, one American survey of teachers 
indicated that teachers “very often or often assigned homework 
because they ran out of time in class” (Markow, Kim & Liebman, 
2007 as cited in Fisher, Lapp & Frey, 2011, p.71). Although this 
survey was conducted in America, teachers in New Zealand also 
face time and workload pressures in covering the curriculum and 
preparing students for assessments, and beginning teachers often 
feel that there is “not enough hours in the day to get everything 
done” (Fraser & Hill, 2016, p.288). This could lead teachers to 
assigning students homework as an “afterthought”, as opposed to 
a “well integrated dimension of their instruction” and this could 
negatively affect the utility and quality of the homework and 
learning (Fisher, Lapp & Frey, 2011, p.74). Fisher, Lapp and Frey 
(2011) suggested that in order for homework to be most effective, 
it should be explicitly linked with concepts students have already 
been taught by the teacher, and it should not rely on parental or 
financial support in order to be completed. If homework is 
assigned on concepts yet to be adequately covered, students can 
be left “bewildered” and “confused”, leading to poor quality 
learning, or a lack of task completion.  Under these 
circumstances, students are at risk of missing out on the potential 
academic benefits of homework altogether (Fisher, Lapp & Frey, 
2011). 
 Coutts (2004) further expanded upon this notion, stating that 
students need to have more intrinsic motivations to complete 
homework, as opposed to extrinsic motivations such as 
punishment for non-completion, as this will encourage better 
quality learning. She argued that students too often see the 
immediate associated ‘costs’ of homework (in lost leisure and 
social time) as more important than the longer-term learning 
benefits of homework, and thus they may choose not to complete 
it. However, if students viewed the homework as interesting, 
engaging, relevant and useful, they may have more intrinsic 
motivation to complete it, and reap the academic rewards as a 
result (Coutts, 2004). In sum, the challenge for teachers is perhaps 
to only allocate homework that is well considered, engaging and 
useful to students, and builds upon previously taught concepts. 
This approach will encourage student understanding, and 
intrinsic motivation for homework completion. In this way, 
students will be better supported to capitalise on the academic 
benefits quality homework can provide. 
 
Conclusion 
 The overall trend in the examined literature for homework at 
the secondary school level showed that homework generally has 
a positive impact on academic achievement. However, many 
factors and variables can influence this link in both a positive and 
negative direction. These variables need to be researched more 
thoroughly in order to understand and foster maximum 
homework efficacy. Moreover, homework can also be less 
effective, ineffective, or detrimental when: it is not differentiated 
to account for student differences and diversity, it is given in 
increasingly high amounts, it interferes with extra-curricular 
activities and leisure time, or when it causes excessive stress. In 
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order to maximise the potential academic benefits of homework 
for students, teachers need to make sure homework is relevant 
and engaging for all students, and built upon concepts taught in 
class. Although there is an abundance of literature investigating 
the impacts of homework on student achievement, many of these 
studies have been conducted overseas or in the United States. 
More New Zealand based research is required, in order to inform 
best practice in the unique New Zealand context. 
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